Pandering to the pandas  by Williams, Nigel
Current Biology Vol 20 No 21
R912
Animal personality
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What is personality? Human 
personality is something with 
which we are all intimately familiar, 
in that we ‘know it when we see 
it’. In fact, there is good evidence 
that personality perception is an 
innate ability we all share. Defining 
personality scientifically, however, is 
far from intuitive or straightforward. 
In fact, psychologists have worked 
on this problem for a long time 
and there is an extensive literature 
on how to define, classify, and 
measure human personality 
traits. Increasingly, the concept of 
‘personality’ is being applied to 
nonhuman animals. Investigating 
animal personalities is not restricted 
to animals closely related to humans, 
such as chimpanzees and other 
primates; other animals in which the 
presence of animal personalities 
have been claimed include dogs, 
birds, amphibians, fish, and even 
invertebrates such as ants, squid, 
spiders and crustaceans. 
But doesn’t ‘personality’, by 
definition, refer to a ‘person’? Like 
many terms used in studies of animal 
behaviour, ‘personality’ is a sort of 
shorthand which has a meaning that 
is more specific than its everyday 
usage. The everyday concept of 
personality and the idea as applied 
to animal behaviour do, however, 
share a fundamental feature: this is 
that individuals consistently differ 
from one another in behaviour in such 
a way that these behaviours can be 
described as individual traits. This 
basic definition covers a range of 
phenomena. Individuals might differ 
in single behaviours or in correlated 
groups of behaviours that cluster into 
‘behavioural syndromes’. 
These differences should be 
consistent across time, contexts 
or situations, and measures. A 
‘context’ is the functional category 
in which behaviours occur, for 
example feeding, aggression, 
and courtship. A ‘situation’ is the 
environmental or social condition 
at a particular time, for example 
Quick guideIn China, the panda emerged both 
as a “national treasure” and political 
image, for the communists. As the 
animal had no links with imperial 
China it provided a potent symbol of 
a new China, Nicholls writes. 
And in 1961, it was chosen as 
the symbol of the now Worldwide 
Fund for Nature. “It looks great, it’s 
endangered, and prints well in black 
and white,” he writes. 
“China takes pandas incredibly 
seriously — they get the vast  
majority of conservation money,” 
he writes. “They are unbelievably 
successful as a conservation 
symbol.”
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The panda has had a remarkably 
quick rise to fame. The first scientific 
description of a panda didn’t appear 
until 1869, when Armand David, a 
French priest and naturalist, caught 
a glimpse of a “most excellent black-
and-white bear.”
Henry Nicholls, author of a new 
book on the animal, explores 
the history of the creature which 
describes a considerable difference 
between the symbolic and actual 
animal. “They’ve been abstracted 
to such a degree, we’re often not 
talking about ‘real’ pandas anymore,” 
he writes.
By the 1930s they had quickly 
been exported to Western zoos as a 
star attraction, but it was not until the 
1960s that they reached their zenith. 
Potent: Pandas have become a key conservation symbol. (Picture: J. Patrick Fischer.)
